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Author's Notes: 
Warning for mature themes and references to abuse. Rated Teens. Also, since there seems to be some 


concern on this site regarding underage sex: Izzy and Axl are both over I8 when they hop into bed. 


chapter one 


Jeff does not like to comfort people, even if he is concerned for them. He never knows what to say, and only 
has to open his mouth to shove his foot in it. But something about this boy - who is slumped on a creaking 
swing and dragging the toe of his shoe over withered grass - draws him in Jeff finds himself abandoning the 
soccer ball he stole from the gym and sauntering towards him. The boy glances up and shrinks in his seat, 
collarbones poking against his pale, papery skin. 


It is very still, and very quiet. Not the nice type of quiet that you bask in as if it's a sweet scent, but the 
sort that smothers you like a heavy, wet duvet and pleas to be ruptured. 


They are alone in the dilapidated school playground. All the other kids have taken shelter inside from the 


scorching air, fanning themselves with notebooks or wolfing down week-old vanilla ice cream (chocolate is not 


served in the school cafeteria). 


"Hi, Im Jeffrey, but you can call me Jeff," he says, because he is eleven and being polite is the grown-up thing 


to do. Belatedly, he extends his hand. 


The boy's eyes dart from Jeff's hand to his face, and he blinks as if Jeff is some fantastic creature who has 
emerged from the endless shadows of a closet. Then he chews his lip and looks away. He looks like a baby bird 
that's just fallen out of its nest and doesn't know what's happening or where its mother is, and Jeff sort of 
wants to gently put his hands on the boy's shoulders. 


That is when he notices the angry welt streaked across his left forearm, like faded red paint. Had he been 
bullied? Maybe they hate the same people; that is always a good place to start for friendship. Jeff has never 
experienced the thrill of a brawl, but he wouldn't mind slugging a couple of boys in his class - the ones his 
mother would call ‘too big for their boots’. 


"Were you in a fight?" he asks, curious. 

No response. 

"What's your name?" Jeff says. 

"William," the boy mumbles, and then frowns like he's done something horribly wrong and is going to get his 
knuckles rapped with a cane for it. Before Jeff can ask him more questions, William leaps off the swing and 


races back to the school building, kicking up dust behind him. 


Jeff stares after him, and then mutters, "Weirdo." He pushes his hands into his pockets and makes a mental 


note not to speak to him again 


eR 


During lunch break Jeff goes behind the high school building to his usual place by the green garbage cans. The 
reek of putrefying food makes him want to puke, but thats also why teachers usually don't come out here on 
rounds. He can execute his role of juvenile-delinquent-cum-budding-rocker in peace. 


He reaches into his pocket for a cigarette, but stops, irritated, when he realises someone is already present, 


leaning against a wall and smoking. 
"Afternoon, Bill," Jeff says, going over to him. They do not often exchange niceties, but he is in an amiable 
mood; he'd spent most of his night basking in the music of Led Zeppelin in his room. It had been worth the 


headache when he woke up. 


Bill releases a plume of lavender smoke through his nose and crushes the butt of his cigarette beneath his 


boot. The baby fat that used to cling to his face has given way to high cheekbones, and his skinny frame has 
taken on a wiry strength, accentuated by a sleeveless white T-shirt and tight black jeans. He rakes his hand 
through his hair before tying it in a slipshod ponytail with a rubber band. "Got another cigarette?" he says in 
that baritone voice which always catches Jeff off-guard. 


Jeff raises his eyebrows, annoyed at the other's Tone. He is tempted to roll his eyes and retreat to the school 
building. But he's always appreciated openness, and that cheeky grin appeases him. He fishes out his packet of 
Marlboros and offers it up. 


Bill thanks him, pulling out a cigarette. He fires it with a match and sticks it in his mouth. Then he leans over, 
so close Jeff can smell his cologne, and lights the one dangling between Jeff's lips. Jeff had not expected the 
gesture, and sucks in too much smoke too quickly and begins to hack, eyes watering. Bill hooks one thumb in his 


jeans pocket, a knowing smile on his face. Bastard. 

Jeff attempts to save face. "I thought you didn't smoke." 

Bill looks at him like he's an idiot. 

"Stupid question," Jeff mutters. "| thought your parents were really strict?" He barely ever talks to Bill, but 
has heard tales, whispered in hallways and in locker rooms, of his conservative, Catholic family that make his 
bones grow cold. A moment later he realises he probably shouldn't have raised the topic. Bill narrows his eyes 
and tenses, and suddenly is more dangerous than charming. Jeff fights the overwhelming urge to step back. 


Then Bill snorts and exhales another plume of smoke. "Yeah." 


"So.why?" Jeff knows he's really pushing it. He is quite tall, but Bill looks like he can swing a killer right hook, 
and Jeff does not want to be on the receiving end of it. 


Bill takes a deep drag, closing his eyes for a moment. Then he studies the ground before idly kicking over an 


empty tin can. "Cause," he says, and smiles again, and for a moment Jeffs heart forgets its function. 


There is a silence, during which Jeff strives to concentrate on his own cigarette rather than on Bill's skin-tight 
jeans and the sweat glistening at the hollow of his throat. 


At length Bill tosses the cigarette butt into one of the garbage cans and begins to walk away. The sun catches 
his hair and brings out the scarlet strands, and in that moment he is the loveliest thing Jeff has ever seen 
(no, he does not care how stupid that sounds). 

Jeff does a double take, because he is a smooth fucker. "Hey, we should, uh, um, do this again" 


Bill says, "Sure," without looking at him, and disappears round the corner. 


eR 


Jeff shudders in his jacket and blows on his chilled hands to warm them. He does not know why Bill asked to 
meet him near the school at one in the morning, and is starting to regret agreeing to it. Bill is more than a 

little strange. Sometimes he disappears for days, and returns to school with a hungry look in his eye and his 
clothes looser than before. Jeff should be used to his antics, but he is not sure that will ever be so. 


It begins to flurry. Little flakes land on his dark clothes and melt but a moment later. He is about to light a 
cigarette when Bill appears as if from nowhere, John Lennon-style spectacles balanced on his nose and hands 


shoved deep into the pockets of his tattered, sky-blue parka. 


"Scoot over," Bill says, and clambers up next to Jeff, leaning against him. He smells of antiseptic spirit and of 
patchouli shampoo, and it's not an appealing combination, but Jeff breathes it in He tries to keep a straight 


expression, though he just wants to nuzzle into Bill's familiar, comforting warmth. 


They sit in companionable silence for a time, their breath forming white puffs. Jeff glances at the sky, but 


clouds and pollution hide any stars he was hoping to see. 

At length Bill tentatively unzips his parka and slides it off his shoulders. Jeff begins to protest, but the words 
die in his throat when he sees the fresh bruises and the raw, broken skin along Bill's arms and knuckles. His 
right cheek, Jeff suddenly notices, is stained a pale purple. Half-buried memories flicker in Jeff's mind, and slow 
horror sinks into his bones. 


Were you in a fight? 


Jeff swallows to ease his parched throat, torn between rage and grief. "Who did this to you?" he whispers, 
brushing his fingers over Bill's hand. 


Bill slips his parka back on and zips it up to his neck. "lm a junkie," he says, and Jeff blinks, mystified, because 
he has never seen Bill take any drugs. The most they've done is smoke joints that one time, and they didn't 
even get that high. 


"And | dress like a tart," Bill continues in a monotone, scratching his nose, and Jeff is starting to freak out, 


because he doesn't sound remotely upset. "I deserve to get beat up." 


Jeff doesn't know what to say. Everything he thinks of seems inappropriate or silly or invasive. Are you all 
right? Do you need help? Should | call someone? Can | do anything for you? 


“That's what my dad tells me," says Bill, adjusting his spectacles. 


It all falls into place. The way Bill sometimes wears long sleeves even on the hottest days of summer, the way 


he never invites anyone to his house, the way he avoids talking about his stepfather. 


"Your dad did this to you?" Jeff says in a hoarse voice. His head feels light, as if stuffed with cotton wool. 


"How long..2" 
Bill picks some dirt from beneath his fingernails. "Since | was a kid" 


What is most disquieting is Bills tone. It is calm, controlled, as if he is used to having his skin torn apart, like 


his body does not belong to him. 


Jeff's collar is damp with sweat, and he licks his dry lips. He should do something. Call child services, or the 


police, or - 

"Don't tell anyone," says Bill. 
Jeff bites his lip, hesitant. 
"Please." 


"Fucking hell," Jeff says in a resigned tone, pinching the space between his brows. He feels terrible, like he is a 
part of what's hurt Bill. This is as much his fault for agreeing not to tell anyone. 


But Bill gives a wide smile. "Thanks, man" He stretches like a lazy cat, the bones in his shoulders popping with 
an obscene noise. Then he sticks his knuckles into his eyes and releases a long sigh. "| need to get drunk," he 


says weari ly. 


Jeff ponders, rubbing his chin, and then jumps off the wall and dusts the seat of his pants. He turns to Bill, 


who is regarding him with a puzzled expression. "I can help you with that." 


eR 


Soft hair tangled through his fingers, chapped lips pressed desperately against his own. Wide, callused hands on 
his hips, and a friction down, down there. Bill breaks away, panting, and Jeff can smell the vodka on his warm 
breath. The springs of Jeffs old bed creak under their weight. A cool breeze drifts through the open window, 
but a sheen of sweat clings to their bare skin They kiss again like they've been starving, tongues melting 
together and teeth clacking, and Jeff is up in the air, over the moon, sailing high, high above the stars because 
Bill is his, his, his. 


He reaches down between them tentatively, fingers brushing against the button of Bill's jeans. "Can |?" he asks 
in a trembling breath. 


Bill hesitates, a deep furrow in his brow. His hair is stuck to his throat like dark seaweed, and he licks his 
beautiful, kiss-swollen mouth. Then he gives a slow nod, and Jeff can't bring himself to care that they are 
both in a drunken haze and in no state to decide whether they really want this. And then Bill is writhing 
beneath him and his helpless, shuddering moans rent the air, and between his contorted face and his gasps of 
‘oh God' and ‘please’ and ‘Jeffrey’, Jeff loses himself and just takes 


They lie together afterwards amid sticky, tumbled sheets, smoking cigarettes and sharing slow, sweet kisses, 
and Jeff is terrified he's drowning, drowning in love and just doesn't know how to deal with it. 


What are they supposed to do? 
Jeff shudders and nuzzles against Bill's forehead. He doesn't want to think any more. 


In the morning he prowls barefoot into the kitchen and brings back coffee and toast with butter. Bill is sitting 
cross-legged on the bed and flipping through a slim book too quickly to be reading it. He looks small and frail 
and so very young and yet so old in Jeff's over-sized clothes, the pale winter sun bringing out the grey bags 


beneath his eyes. 


When Jeff sets the tray on the bed, Bill drops the book and buries his head in his hands. Soon, his shoulders 
begin to shake. Jeff pulls him awkwardly into his arms. ‘I'm sorry’ sounds stupid, and ‘It will be okay’ is just an 


unfounded assumption, so Jeff keeps quiet while a warm, wet stain spreads over the shoulder of his T-shirt. 


two 


chapter two 


"| don't want to remember what happened," Bill says, without looking at him. How can someone with such a 
strong voice sound so brittle, as if he's about to fall to pieces? 


Jeff glances up from his guitar, pursing his lips. Numbness sinks into his bones. Why? What have | done? Why 
are you so difficult to understand? Then he looks away and strums once, wringing a keening wail from the 
strings. Bill's been hurt so bad he's fucked in the head, and it's not Jeff's place to ask whys and whats and 


hows. "Whatever." 


He batters down the pain, shoves away the stupid, stupid images he created of secret kisses and twined 
fingers and shared T-shirts. 


| thought you were in love with me | thought you kissed me like | was the only thing that ever mattered to you 
Ike | made the pain go away if only for a litte while. 


"Jeff - " 
"No. Just..stop talking. Please." Jeff bows his head. "Please." 


*** 
Jeff is elated 


All the hues in this shitty little studio are brighter, fresher. The troubles that had weighed down his back 
have lifted. How could he not have wanted to wake up in the mornings and watch the butter-yellow rays of 
the sun warm the carpet, old and frayed but as magnificent as the finest Persian rug? He glances through the 


grimed window at the bustling street and wonders if anyone else is as happy as he is. 


Bill walks in and widens his eyes. He looks like he has stumbled upon a murder scene with blood spattered all 
over the floor. "What the fuck are you on?" he asks, and Jeff giggles, because Bill's expression is side-splitting 
when he is worried. 


"Have some," says Jeff, gesturing to the coffee table strewn with white, powdery substance. Bill shakes his 
head, brow furrowed, and damn Who would have guessed he would be lovelier at twenty than he was at 
seventeen? His lips have become fuller, his slender muscles more pronounced; he could give hookers a run for 


their money. 


The blood rushes to Jeff's nether regions. He imagines gripping those skinny hips, peeling off those skin-tight 


jeans. "C'mon," he insists, stretching out his arms, "don't make me feel lonely." 


Bill tenses, and looks vaguely ill. He takes a deep, shuddering breath, clutching his heart, and Jeff wonders if he 
is about to have an asthma attack. "If you die," Bill says, voice somewhat shrill, "I'm not gonna scrape your 


body off the floor." He exits the room, slamming the door behind him so hard the paintings on the walls rattle. 
Jeff looks after him for a moment, and then shrugs and turns back to the table. 
It is Bill's loss. 


eR 


Someone from the audience hollers how he'd like to bend Axl over and wreck his ass. A chorus of raucous 


jeers and wolf-whistles follows, and this is enough to ruin the gig before it starts. 


Axl tenses, his cheeks going red, and Izzy is on the cusp of diving into the crowd and smashing that person's 
face in He hates the way people on the Strip leer at Axl, especially when he dons his leather trousers and 
smears his eyelids with lilac powder for performances. It is not something Axl needs to endure - he has 


endured enough. They did not migrate to LA. to be treated like something stuck on the underside of a shoe. 


But Slash - their new lead guitarist - casts back his head and guffaws, as if what he has witnessed is hilarious 
He flips the audience the bird, but the gesture seems only half-offensive; the way Slash is grinning, it may as 


well be amiable. 

The cheers swell. 

Izzy is about to march over to him and tell him he can fuck right out of the band if he wants to pull shit like 
that - but Axl starts to laugh, too. The tension in the air breaks like the skin of a bloated balloon. He slides his 
hand down the mic stand in an almost obscene manner and then yells, "You can suck my dick, asshole!" 
Tremendous shrieks of approval, even louder than before. 

Axl sidles up to Slash and puts an arm around his shoulder, and they share a smirk of conspirators. Izzy 
watches as Axl toys with an inky curl and drops his gaze to full lips (suddenly they are close, too close), and 


blood roars in his ears so the sounds around him seem to come from far away. It is as if those two are 


having a cosy little party, and he is not invited. 

EK 

Axl moves in with Slash. 

Each day they show up to the studio together, giggling like two boys who have filched their mother's fresh 


cookies while she wasn't looking. During rehearsal, they brush against each other, tender as moonlight and 
drunk on youth and on stolen beer. When they make music, it is like watching lightning blaze across the sky. 


Even Izzy has to admit that that kind of shit doesn't happen every day, and a tiny, spiteful part of him hates 
the joy in Axl's eyes. 


Just one more line, Izzy thinks. His skull seems stuffed with cotton wool, and he sways, alone in his apartment. 


One more, and then I'll stop. 
Ím not gonna scrape your body off the floor. 
The world topples and turns and crashes and no one seems to notice. 


RK 


Izzy has been scrimping for weeks. The withdrawal that ensued was a thorny bastard that left him a quivering 
heap on his bed, but it's in his hands now: the new Elton John record with its crisp cover. He hopes it will be 
appreciated, and maybe, maybe Axl will smile and take Izzy's hand and they will sit down and chat about 
nothing, like they used to. Izzy almost snorts at how innocent the mental picture is. But the next moment he 
feels his heart squeeze for the times when they were just two kids in a small town and had only each other 


for comfort. 
Now Axl has someone else to whisper to and share his joints with. 


Izzy swallows the bitterness that rises in his throat. He struggles to think of something distasteful about Slash, 
but draws a total blank. Slash is effortlessly cool, easy to hang with, and super-dedicated - and it doesn’t help 

that he routinely shares his smack with Izzy. On stage, he doesn't have to jump around while playing guitar; he 
just stands there tapping his foot and all eyes are pinned to him like he's a guttersnipe version of Jimmy Page. 
His radiance blinds Izzy. 


Taking a deep breath, Izzy enters their apartment, feeling like he has been doused with shameful, green slime. 


Clutching the album to his chest with one sweaty hand, he taps on the door of Axl and Slash's bedroom. When 
there is no answer he opens it anyway, and peers into dimness; the maroon curtains are closed, bloody in the 
afternoon sunlight, and the place reeks of weed. A fan - probably filched, because it was not there before - 
whirs softly on the desk and fills the air with a somnolent lull. 


Axl is sprawled, bare to the waist, on the queen-sized bed, one foot dangling off the edge. He is not alone. Slash 
is draped over him like a rag-doll, boots still on, head lolling on Axl's chest. They cling to each other like people 
hitherto starved of love. Both are asleep and snoring gently, a picture of soul mates that have met each other 
later in life and can't quite believe it took this long. 


Izzy's throat closes up. He puts the album on the desk and leaves. 


eR 


A headache is threatening to split Izzy's skull. The windowless studio is sweltering in the summer, and his ears 


are buzzing with Axl's voice. The walls seem to be closing in, bent on suffocating him. Breathing is difficult. 


His guitar clatters to the ground, halting Axl in mid-sentence. He stands up, knocking over his chair, and snaps, 
"I get it; Slash is a genius. The next Jimmy Page, Hendrix, or whoever. Can you shut up about him so | can 


hear myself think?" He does not mean to sound so sharp, but can't bring himself to feel sorry about it. 


Axl looks dazed, like he has been struck across the cheek and is just beginning to feel the sting. Then he 


narrows his eyes. "What?" he says in a low voice. 


"| get that you are in love with the guy. So you can shove a ring on his finger and spare me the mental 
diabetes. And | don't give a damn about what he had for dinner last night or which girl you had a threesome 
with. Just fuck the hell off" 


There is a long, tense silence, during which Izzy's stomach ties itself into a knot. He knows he has made a huge 


mistake. 


He does not expect Axl to strut over to him and clock him on the jaw. Stars dance in his vision, and the 
cement floor is cold on his cheek He sits up on his knees, shaking, and looks up. His brain is still trying to 


comprehend the fact that his oldest friend just Ait him, never mind that he deserved it. 


Axl is breathing hard, bright red blotches on his face and his neck. "You don't get to police who | like and don't 
like," he says. "My friendship with Slash is none of your business. Stay in your lane." 


"You're such a dick," Izzy returns, getting to his feet. His head spins. He is so muddled he cannot stop Axl from 
grasping the collar of his shirt and shoving him against the wall. 


"What do you want from me?" Axl hisses, eyes flashing. 


Izzy looks down. He does not even bother to struggle. "What do you want me to say?" he says hoarsely. "l'm so 
tired Bill" He does not mean to say that name; it just falls out of his mouth. 


"My name is Axl," the other says through gritted teeth. 


Izzy's high-pitched laughs sound like sobs, and he feels Axl's grip loosen somewhat. "You're just Bill to me. That 
weirdo | found in the playground. The guy who cried on me at least once a month ‘cause his daddy beat his 


Oss. 


"Shut up. Just. Shut up." Axl's got one fist raised, as if he is ready to turn Izzy's face into a pulp of blood and 
torn flesh. 


Izzy carries on like alarm bells are a foreign language to him. "It doesn't matter how big you get or how many 


people shove their noses up your ass. To me you're just Bill fuckin’ Bailey, and together we're just the small- 


town Lafayette boys." He trails his thumb over Axl's chapped lower lip. "So when you're done fucking Slash and 
treating your trophy girlfriends like shit, Ill be there, waiting.” 


He covers his face with his hand, trying to suppress hysterical giggles and failing, he can barely believe how 
much he sounds like a jilted chick from a cheesy movie. "God, you're such an asshole. l'm a piece of work to fall 
for you." He slumps to the ground, back against the wall, feeling like all the energy has been wrung out of him 


like water from a dishcloth. 


Axl stares at him, looking dazed. He drops his fist, raises it, and then lets it fall again. "| should kick your ass 
into next week," he says quietly. 


"Yup 
"You deserve it." 

Mm" 

Axl speaks with a poker face, like he is asking whether it's raining outside. "Are you in love with me?" 
/ am, l am, oh God, just give me one kiss. 

"Doesn't matter. You don't feel that way about me." 


"You're special to me, Iz" Axl's tone is almost pleading. It never ceases to amaze Izzy how he can sound 


wrathful and righteous one moment and like a kicked puppy the next. 


Anger flares in Izzy's chest. "Don't call me special" he says. "It makes me feel like some freak shoved on the 
sidelines, like the sad kid who everyone has to be extra-nice to not to hurt his feelings." He struggles to his 
feet, and can almost taste the bitterness on his tongue as he speaks. "| was your first real friend. I've stood 


by you for years. If you treat me like l'm a pair of old shoes you no longer want, / will leave 

Axl has gone still. He opens his mouth and closes it, for once seeming at a complete loss for words. Izzy 
swallows, terrified that his best friend will hate him, that they will never again share a joint or hold each 
other in their arms. And yet, underneath all this, he feels an odd sort of satisfaction He has spoken his mind; 


now they can move forward, Together or not. 


Half a minute passes by, and Axl remains silent, as if in a stupor, his face ashen Izzy closes his eyes and 
rakes his fingers through his hair. 


So that's the way it will be. 


No more Axl. No more Guns N' Roses. 


Izzy will have to start fresh. He will look for a new band in LA, maybe move back to Lafayette for a while. His 
mother will chastise him for having starry-eyed dreams, and his father will stamp him as a failure. Izzy 


Stradlin, mediocre guitarist, Johnny Thunders wannabe, junkie. Inspirational. 


He sticks his knuckles in his eyes and releases a soft groan, feeling faint. "| need to get drunk," he says, and 
begins to stumble to the door. 


Axl grasps his wrist, stopping him. They look at each other. Time seems to stand still. Outside, police sirens 
wail. Axl licks his lips and says, "I can help you with that." 


Izzy purses his lips; it takes a moment for those words to soak in. Memories flicker in his mind. Snow. Broken 


skin Warm tear-stains. 


Something inside him snaps, and he throws his arms around Axl's neck and buries his nose in his hair. It is 


greasy and tangled and flecked with filth. Izzy breathes in and feels like he is wrapped in the comfort of home. 


end 


